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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Colorado considered whether Christopher Stephenson was in custody for
purposes of Miranda v. Arizona when questioned about methamphetamine found during a roadside
vehicle search. The court held that retaining his driver's license, directing him to remain in or exit the
vehicle, and questioning him about the drugs did not restrain him to a degree tantamount to formal

arrest. It reversed the trial court's order suppressing his statements.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Stephenson was in custody for purposes of Miranda when Deputy Post questioned him about
methamphetamine found in the vehicle.

2. Whether the retention of Stephenson's driver's license, instructions to remain in or exit the vehicle, and
direction to stand near the bridge during the consensual search constituted restraint equivalent to a

formal arrest.

HOLDINGS

1. Miranda custody requires more than a seizure or an encounter in which a reasonable person would not
feel free to leave; the relevant question is whether a reasonable person would believe that he was
restrained to a degree associated with a formal arrest.

2. Stephenson was not in custody when questioned about the methamphetamine because retaining his
driver's license, directing him to remain in the vehicle during a records check, and directing him to stand
outside the vehicle during a consensual search did not restrain him to a degree tantamount to formal
arrest.

3. Deputy Post's statement, 'Come on, I found this . . . right in your seat,' did not independently establish

Miranda custody under the totality of the circumstances.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“To determine custody for Miranda purposes, "the question is not whether a reasonable person would believe
he was not free to leave, but rather whether such a person would believe he was in police custody of the

degree associated with a formal arrest."” (159 P.3d at 620)

“In sum, the factors upon which the trial court relied the request and retention of the driver's license, coupled
with the instruction to exit the vehicle and stand next to the bridge while the search of the vehicle was

conducted do not amount to custody because they are not tantamount to a formal arrest.” (159 P.3d at 623)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Deputy Post encountered Stephenson and another man beside a vehicle stopped late at night with its hazard
lights on. Post requested Stephenson's driver's license, retained it while checking the vehicle's registration,
obtained consent to search the vehicle, and directed Stephenson and his passenger to stand behind the vehicle
near a bridge during the search. After finding a baggie of suspected methamphetamine, Post questioned

Stephenson without giving Miranda warnings, and Stephenson admitted that the baggie belonged to him.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After Deputy Post discovered methamphetamine in a vehicle during a roadside search, Stephenson made
statements admitting ownership of the drugs. The district court ruled that Stephenson was not in custody before
the search but was in custody when questioned afterward, and suppressed the post-search statements because he

had not received Miranda warnings. The prosecution appealed, and the Colorado Supreme Court reversed.

DISPOSITION



reversed
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